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PROFESSIONALISM AND UNIONS 



Dr, Johp A, ^ssions ^ 
Assistant Director. AFL-CIO 
Department ^of Education 



, July 3. 1975 . , ' - C • ' * *' 

s. Staff Organization Round <^Tabl6i v 

« ' , ^ American Library Associetjon " 

San Francisco, Cal, , 

I hav.e been^asked to s^peak on professionalism and unions. Let 
me say entphatfcally that these terms .are riot mutually exclusive, nor do they 
always mean the same' thing even., to J^he ^same people* The National Ecfucation 
'Association, for example, once declared that it is unprofessional to belong 

to a union. Today the NEA proudly proclaims tjiat it too is a union, 

# ' ■/ » ^ 

Throiighout Plato's Dialogues, Socra^s is depicted as bristling at the 

, ■ / 

Sophists who had made gr'Cat inroads in Athenian 'education . First^tind foremost, 
Socrates^accufied the Sophists of teaching bad thinking habits and on this point 

^ '. ^ ■ 

he made a convincing case. » , ' 

- , . ' / 

But a second charge which he leveled against the Sophists can only* 

sound eccentric in the twentieth century. He abcused the Sophists of being ' 
.iftf^fpssional because they taught 'for money.'" Clearly Socrates would not have 



\h A 

*een a very good candidate for membership in tJie Anierican Feder\tion of / 

Teachers. ; • • ' - ^ • * 

.Almost as tho'ugh^ in answer to Socratfes, John Dewey, who did become a 

member of the AFT in l^fS, once explaipeait^ * 

• ' , It i5§- said that the Teachers Union, as distinct from the mlire 
^academic oxganizdtions, overremphasizes Xhe econ'omic; aspect of 
teaching. Well, I never Iva^Hhat contempt for the economic 
aspect of teaching, especially not ok the first^of the month 
when I geX irn^ saiwy chepk. I find/jthat teachers liave to pay 
their grocery aj\d meat^iills and hpuse rent just the'same'as 
' everybody else. \ * * * " 



Among those who did\ot join a uaion w^i:e^the librari'ans of a * 
ri 



,south^^ town who, during the l930's, were required to sign. the following 



contrdctt ^ 

: . . ' ■ -X- . 

, I promise to take a vital interest in 'ay phases of Sunday^-s(^ool ^ 
work, donating of my time/ service, and money 'without stint for the 
' uplift of the community, , I promise to abstain from all* dancing, ^ * 

immodest dressirm, and other conduct unbecx)ming a ^ - 
-lady, t OTomi^eTTOt' to go out with any^young inen except insofar as 
)' it»may be necessary to stimulate Sunday-school /v(ork. I promise / 

not to fall in love, to become engaged, or secretly married. I- 
' premise to sleep' at least eigh't'hours a night,. to eat carefully, 
* \ and to/ take every precaution .to keep in the best of ^ealtlr^*hd spirits 
in order that I may bettejr be- able to render efficient serVi^c^ to 
the public. I*pfomise to . remember that I 'owe a duty to the towns- 
people who are- paying my wSges, that' I owe respect to the lip^ry 
■ board that hired me and that I .shall consider myself at* all times 

the'will'ina servant of the library board and the townspeople apd 
• that I shall cooperate with them to«»the limit of my a^bility in any 
movement aimed at the betterment of the community. \ 

♦ ^If those librarians did not*join a union, it was not because they . 

tjiought it would be sn unprofession^, thing to do; it was rather because 

they lived a I'ife of fear. I don't think that any librarian anywhere today 

WOUI4 promise the librgry board not to fall in^love, to- sleep any specified 

'amount of time, or to be a servant to the board. And the important thing is 
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that they are the .more' prgfessjona,! for tlje'ir refusal to do theseNjiings . 



The AfL-CIO and the ^AFL before' it have' never been 'exclusivcl>y blue^ 
collar organizatigns. .Unions have included in tiieir ranks te*cher^ symphony 
musicians/ Stage and screen ^ctoxs , journalists, radio and. television < 
commentators and ervtertainers. "^Librarians are jQini;ig unions in ever increas- 
ing mifflbers. Surely no one would. suggest that Walter Cr-onkile or the members 



<i»f,the New $ork Philharmonic are less* professional for being union "^members. • 
And the story of what Actors* Equity has done^tp i:aise the professional 
stan^rds. 0^ the American tjieater is.a part of theatrical ^history. ^ ^ 

Many ynions which are not made up entirely of professionalsT irever- ^ 
theless have Jarge numbers oi". professionals**among their memb^^ship.- The Inter- 
national Union of Electrical Workers, the American Federation jd^Governrtlent . 
Employees'^ ^nd the American Federation of' State, County and ^uqiclpal Workei?s^^ 
are examples of &uch unisons. ^ ^ . 

A recent development has- been the establishment of , the Council of - 
AFL-CIO Union for Professional -Employees. This will give professional woi;kers ^ 
an Drgs^nizational strength 'sijnilar to that of the Building Trades Council and 
the Metal Trades Council. , - * * 

Professionals gain strength through an alliance with labor. A handful' 
of librarians' i"n' a university or irr a public librarjr have very little bargaining 
^ power, but wij^ the strength of numbers that comes from affiliation with the l^bor 
movement, a few people can participate. in the shaping of ^their own ^economic " / 
^ destinies. . . . 

/ - And rarely have l-^brarians needed that economic strengtii as they^do today. . 
Fecler^l, $tate and local funds for library service have been cut back drastically, 
confronting library personnel with the same economic anxieties that otheV C/\ 
workers contend with. Librarians* earnings* have kept up with neither inflation 
y / nor the earnings of the, rest of the^work force: In the^ "modern Sgylla ^fryi Charybdis 



of simultaneous^recessionUrf&<^nflatiai>, librarian need all of the political 

• ^ ' " vs ^ — , 

allies they can geti^ And I 'submit that they cf^n best find those, allies by 

v ^' • 
',^arTiUatiW.wiVh\j^ 14,500^000 rpembers of the AFUCIO. - ^ 7. 

. ^' - ©'Albert Einstein foresaw ffiis very kind of a situat^ion more than' 30 
years ago. Much as John* Devmr had written of t'hfe teachers, Einstein wrote; 

'I consider it jimportant,, indeed urgently njece^sary fc^r intellectual; 
. < 'wrorkers to get together, both .to |(rot^ect their *own economic status 
* • <^nd also, -generally speaking, to secure their influence ^n the political 
* , field: ' ' ^ ' ^ / 

^ And yet librarians have sometimes been siow'to unionize,^ Perhap? they ^ 

^ ' ' ' ' , - ' I 

have had" a feeling that librarians mu;st be detached and objective whereas unions 

thrive' on conflict. When llbp^ians talk aBout unions, the discussion often ^ 

begins to center on the nonprofessional basis of strilces, • ^ 

• I want to meet this issuie head orf.V Unions do no.t niake ^conflict and 

^collective bargaiajing does n^ot make canflict. Unions and collective barjgairling 

came -into being because corvfl^^ct exists in the workplaciei. Without .unions, 

conflict takes place under the rules 6£ jungle*^ law. Collective bargaining V 

provides an orderfy procedure for rgsolv^ng conflict ^^lien it arises. It pj^oVides 

a grievance procedure through which effojrts to reso.lv^, the conflict proceed through 

^ - ' ^ 

a succe,ssion of levels, ending^ if noce^ary By submissio|i "bl the is;sue t^ a 

profesSi6pally trained arbitrator who Shears the eviderljc^from both sides,' refers 

the rnatter'to the language of the collective bargaining agreement and finaJUy 

renders a decision which is legally binding on both sides. Sarely this is .a more 

^ professional approach to conflict than jungle law. 

What then about strikes? First of all I want to make it clear that I 

- . r - ■ - 

believe the right to strike is a fundamental right of fre/ men and wpmeo. Hut 
It, IS important to put strikes in proportion. There are ^approximately 150,000 
collective bargainijig agreements in force in the United. States today. Of these, 



147.000 were "successfully negotiajLed without any work-stoppage taking place;' 

Thi^. is art' important fact, often over]^o.^ked- jn discussio-nsrabput collective 

bargaining* There ^is an element- of- excitement about a strike tha't draws public 

attention, but there is much less afttention given ta the thousands of union- 

' - 1 . . <5w . . ^. ^ 

management tjgreements tha^t ^re regularly gego^tiated wi'thout ^ny work- 
stbppage\ This, triumph of free democratic labor-management ^relationp is so ^ 
commonplaie that it is not , newsworthy and is fJi.etefore us'tially overlooked, ' 



IS n 
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I sho\|ld addTrt/at virtually -all collective iJargaining agreements inqlude 
a'"no-strike"* clause and strikes djjring. the life Qf the agreement are so rare ^ * 
. that no one b^therrs to^count them. . * ' 

f^.^ ^ I might add two'p6rs6nal note^. ^ The f irst, is\ J:hQt I have been a^union ^ 

\ . ^ ^ \ . ' ' 

^^membeV for 35 years and in that entire 35 years I have been on strike for only* 

^ total of five days. ^ ' ' *. 

^ ' My second ndVe may surprise some of you, Those«of us who are' on the 

, staff of the,AFL-CIO have a. union which bargains for us.. It ^'s^^hard ba'rga.ining 

because we* have experts on both sides of the bargaining. table. should hate to 

thi^k that this peaces me in an adversary position With regard ta the AFLrCIO. I 

fove^Jhe AFL-CIO and that is why I woVk there^ I ^eel a deep sense of personaf^ 

, .identity wi'th the AFL-CIO which is in no way diminished by my membership in a 

ataff union. ' . ^ 

. ' Professionals will make a t>ragic error if they set the course of their 

econonic interest on the basis of imaginary fears. There ils too much to fear in 

< * . 

reality^^fbr that, - ^ ' 

• In thos regard, I would like to recall a'b^it 5f fairly recent .history. 
Unlike most rfecent history, this episode, has a happy ending. The Public Relations 
Reporter , publishciJ by the Public Relations Office of the American Library 
Association, devot^ed its entire Margh 1967 issUe to an article on fjow to 
counteract efforts to organize^library staff unions. The entire tone of the 
publication was arnti -labor. Worst of aU. the publicatjjTori incfuded pmo;fg other 
suggestions that in* blocking the formation of, staff unions, libralry adminstrators 



f * V *^ ' ^ 

might justify their 'fictions by pointing to ALA's longstanding Joint Commdttee. 
withfthe AFL-CIO. This J<t was suggested, woaid,hel> to counteract, any 

possible anti-la'bor ipi^age. The publication even suggested that starting a 

. I * ? 

joint library program %ith local unions might wall b^ tim6d in such a way as 

;^;:^to counteract staff unionism. • * * ^ * . - < * if 

\ ^ ' • I . — ' . . 

^ The labor members af the Joint Committee on Li6ra^y Service' to, ' r 




Labor Groups were quick to expre^ their sense of butrage at having their 
Sincere efforts compromised in.t5 an anti-union public relations gimmicks librarian 
members of the ^^,ttee were equally quick to respond. Edwin Beckerman, jiew 
Chairman of , the Joint .Committee, said*, "I have seldom read as slanted and biased 
a^ublication. •* ^ ' ' - * 1 

The Joint Committee unanimously adopted a resolution requesting the ALA 
to publicly declare "a policjr which recognises tjie freedom of all library employees 

' to phoose whether or not they will belong to unions and engage in collective 

. bargaining.*' ' , * 

The Board of Directors of the Adult Services Division unanjmously . 

endorsed the Joint Committee resoljutipn and. meeting, here in .this city eight ' 

* , . .* 

years' ago this week, the ALA executive Board affirmed the right of library 

' personnel to join unions and to engage in collective bargaining. 

* - t • 

The Public Relations Reporter ^in its September l%7.issue published 

> Y ^ . \ ' 

in a box the following contrite note: "The National Labor Relations Act recog- 
nizes and ^uara^jtees the right of each employee to bargain coXlectivedy with 
his employer. .This being the law of the land, it is the policy of the. American 
Libraipy Association*." , ^ > - , , 

Fdi:' eight years, this has been the policy of the ALA. I urge you 
to take advantage pf it. The 14,500,000 AFL-fCIO members, white coUfiY workers. * 
.blue coyar workers, and professions, /invite' librarians to join with them in pursuit 



